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Abstract 

Water quality is one of the biggest problems humanity will face in the twenty-first century. The organic and inorganic micro-pollutants 
(i.e., metalloids, hazardous metals) and a large range of synthetic organic compounds are highlighted as chemical pollutants. Some facets 

of such aquatic illnesses and the urgent need to improve sanitation in developing nations are also discussed. Until very recently, pollution 

has generally been regarded as something that has to be treated locally. National and subnational regulation, or in higher-income nations, 

possibly through regional policy. While this may be so, it is becoming ever more patently clear that  pollution is a hazard to the entire 
planet and its causes, spread, and health effects cut across national boundaries, demanding a global response. The most common sources 

of long-term water contamination with persistent organic pollutants worldwide over more than 50 years of their impact on water systems 

are geogenic pollutants, mining activities, and hazardous waste sites. Agricultural chemicals and wastewater sources have short-term 

impacts on a local to regional scale. 
 

Keywords: Pollution, Types of pollution, Heavy metals, Pesticides, Endocrine system, Airborne 
 

Cite this Article as: Aftab A, Mushtaq MF, Saeed K, Asad M, and Yaqoob M, 2025. The health burden of pollution: pathways, risks and 

solutions. In: Abbas RZ, Akhtar T and Arshad J (eds), One Health in a Changing World: Climate, Disease, Policy, and Innovation. Unique 
Scientific Publishers, Faisalabad, Pakistan, pp: 112-119. https://doi.org/10.47278/book.HH/2025.80  

 

 

A Publication of  

Unique Scientific 
Publishers 

 

 

Chapter No: 

25-016 

 Received: 19-Jan-2025 

Revised: 25-March-2025 
Accepted: 12-May-2025 

 

Introduction 
This chapter provides the basis for the examination of how pollution affects human health, identifying the exposure pathways, the risk 

associated with them, and possible solutions. Written in such a way that it first introduces pollution types, then explains mechanisms of 
exposure, then discusses health impacts finally offers mitigation and prevention strategies. Pollution includes all things and the factors that 
affect the living environment, including humans, plants, animals, as well as natural functioning bodies such as air, water bodies and soil 
negatively. When placed energy disrupts environmental elements with harmful results, changing their potential into potential harm, lessening 
their value and contribution to sustaining life. This results in bad human health, ecosystems, and biodiversity (Al-Dulaimi & Al-Taai, 2021). 

There is a strong link between environmental pollution and adverse effects on public health (Akomolafe et al., 2024). Prevention, 
education, and policy are the strategies public health uses to promote the community’s well-being, like vaccination programs and health 
education (Mehboob, 2023). Pollution includes many kinds of air, water, soils, noises and chemicals alike that damage ecosyst ems and 
human health from separate sources. There is a need for targeted mitigation strategies to reduce pollutants, contaminations and ecological 
disruptions as these pollution types are addressed. Environmental degradation and public health are best curbed by comprehensive 
intervention (Yang, 2023).  

Air pollution involves harmful contaminants in the air, either natural or man-made, that negatively impact both the environment and 
human health (Bhardwaj et al., 2023). The water pollution, caused by harmful substances in water bodies like rivers and lakes, poses serious 
health risks, including cancer (Smith, 2023). The soil pollution, driven by pollutants such as heavy metals and organic compounds, affects the 
ecosystems and human health (Chen, 2024). The noise pollution, resulting from urbanization, transportation and industry, harms physical and 
mental health, disrupts wildlife and degrades the environment (Hemmat et al., 2023; Singh, 2024). The chemical pollution, particularly 
prevalent in the developing nations, contaminates land, air and water, threatening biodiversity and requiring urgent actions (Osukoya et al., 
2024). These pollution types collectively pose significant threats to environmental integrity and human health, necessitating urgent and 
coordinated mitigation efforts.  

Environmental pollution imposes a significant health burden, contributing to approximately 9 million deaths annually, with 7 million 
attributed to air pollution alone (Meo, 2015; Gyawali et al., 2023). Water pollution is responsible for an additional 1.6 million deaths, 
underscoring the critical need for clean water access (Gyawali et al., 2023). However, poor environmental quality has huge economic losses, 
with healthcare costs of all diseases associated with pollution in Russia amounting to 170.6 billion rubles annually, and regions with high 
pollution levels have an increase of 12.55% in the demand for care (Zaitseva et al., 2023). The lack of regulations and resources, and poor 
enforcement of environmental policies, increases vulnerability of low-income countries' populations due to health disparities and medicines, 
while the lack of policing environmental policies aggravates a health crisis (Filippelli & Taylor, 2018). One of the biggest challenges is to prevent 
and control immediately detectable health impacts through awareness and innovation in preventive solutions and policies.  
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2. Air Pollution and Its Impact on Public Health 

The biggest public health threats from air pollution stem from industrial, vehicular and agricultural emissions that pollute the air and 

make it harder for people who already have respiratory or cardiovascular conditions to breathe. The knowledge of these dynamics is essential 
in addressing health impacts related to air pollution (Akomolafe et al., 2024).  

 

2.1 Sources of Air Pollution 

 Industrial Emissions: Regardless of the factory, particulate matter (PM), volatile organic compounds, and hazardous chemicals are 
released, thus tainting urban air quality (Urban Air Quality) (Akomolafe et al., 2024).  

 Vehicular Emissions: The pollution levels are contributed to by traffic from nitrogen oxides (NOx) and carbon monoxide.  

 Agricultural Activities: The crop residue burning, which includes behavior such as burning practices that release particulate matter and 

other harmful emissions (Saxena et al., 2024).  
 

2.2 Major Air Pollutants 

 Particulate Matter (PM2.5 & PM10): These fine particles are known to be associated with respiratory and cardiovascular diseases (Goel 

& Sen, 2024).  
 Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2): Mainly from vehicles, NO2 aggravates asthma and other respiratory conditions.  

 Ozone (O3): Ground-level ozone causes respiratory issues and forms from pollutants in sunlight (Neto et al., 2024).  

 

2.3 Health Risks 
 Respiratory Diseases: Exposure increases the risk of asthma, COPD, and lung infections (Krismanuel & Hairunisa, 2024).  

 Cardiovascular Diseases: Long-term exposure is linked to heart disease and stroke (Goel & Sen, 2024).  

 

2.4 Global Mortality Estimates 
 Air Pollution: An estimated 8.34 million deaths occur annually due to fine particulate matter and ozone, with 5.13 million attributed to 

fossil fuel-related pollution (Lelieveld et al., 2023).  

 Respiratory Mortality: Higher pollution scores increase respiratory mortality risk by 44% (Li et al., 2024).  

 
2.5 Vulnerable Populations 

 Children and the Elderly: These groups are particularly at risk for respiratory issues (Neto et al., 2024).  

 Urban Residents: Living in polluted areas increases chronic health problems (Akomolafe et al., 2024).   

While addressing air pollution’s health impacts is essential, technological advancements and policy measures, such as stricter emission 
standards and cleaner energy sources, are crucial for improving air quality and public health outcomes. 

 

3. Water Pollution and Its Health Consequences 

Water makes up two-thirds of the human body, highlighting its importance for survival (Aghalari & Tirgar, 2017). The water pollution 
not only harms human health but also impacts social, economic, and cultural aspects of life (Behailu et al., 2016). Contaminated water can lead 

to the spread of diseases, reduced access to clean water, and degrade ecosystems. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) reports that 

one-third of the world’s water is polluted (Komasi & Sharghi, 2017). 

 
3.1 Sources of Water Pollution 

Water pollution, stemming from industrial waste, agricultural runoff, and microplastics, severely impacts ecosystems and human health. 

 Industrial Waste: Toxic chemicals, heavy metals and organic compounds from industries contribute to point-source pollution, disrupting 
aquatic ecosystems and causing waterborne diseases and chronic health risks (Singh, 2024). 

 Agricultural Runoff: Fertilizers and pesticides lead to nonpoint-source pollution, causing nutrient loading, eutrophication and 
biodiversity loss (Baba, 2023). 

 Microplastics: Arising from plastic breakdown, textile washing, and industrial processes, microplastics pose threats through 
bioaccumulation and chemical transfer, impacting aquatic life and humans (Holloway et al., 2024; Sinitsyna et al., 2023). 

Addressing these pollution sources requires effective policies, regulations and community engagement to improve water quality management. 

 

3.2 Contaminants in Water: Heavy Metals, Pathogens, Chemicals 
Water contaminants, including heavy metals, pathogens, and chemicals, present major global health risks. The heavy metals like arsenic 

and lead often enter water systems through industrial activities and agricultural runoff, while pathogens arise from poor sanitation (Siddha & 

Kumar, 2023).  

 Heavy Metals: The sources of heavy metals in water include industrial effluents, mining, and agricultural runoff (Jurczynski et al., 2024; 
Singh, 2024). Severe health risk results from chronic exposure; it can lead to cancer and organ damage (Singh, 2024; Siddha & Kumar, 2023). 

These metals are successfully removed by sustainable remediation techniques such as bioremediation and phytoremediation (Siddha & Kumar, 

2023).  

 Pathogens: Most of the pathogens in water come from domestic sewage and poor sanitation, together with diseases like cholera and 
dysentery, especially in areas of unsafe water and enhanced sanitation and monitoring of water quality (Singh, 2024).  

 Chemicals: The agricultural chemicals, industrial waste and plastic disposal are the sources of chemical contaminants in water. They can 
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be harmful if there are high levels of substances such as nitrates and fluoride. The regulations need to be stronger and the way waste 

management is practiced has to be improved. More progress has been made in water contamination understanding and addressing, yet work 

persists, especially for regions of limited income, which may not have the infrastructure to undo the damage.  
 

3.4 Long-Term Health Impacts 

The contaminated water can cause reproductive health troubles and neurological issues, especially amongst populations who are otherwise 

vulnerable. In addition, chemical pollutants in water are associated with birth defects and serious health problems (Bratburd & McLellan, 2024).  
 

3.5 Importance of Clean Water and Sanitation 

The World Health Organization (WHO) recommended that the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals endorse safe water and 

sanitation to eliminate health risks (Arnold, 2024). Strict implementation and regular maintenance of water structures greatly decrease water-
health risks and consequently the rate of mortality (Zeng et al., 2024). Although there is a better understanding of the situation and 

improvement in hygienic behavior, significant disparities in CCS remain, especially for the countries of the LMIC. Addressing these disparities 

is equally important to reverse the trends of waterborne diseases throughout the world.  

 
4. Soil Pollution: Hidden Risks to Human Health 

There is severe pollution through pesticide use, heavy metals and waste disposal, of great environmental, human health and agricultural 

implications. The main routes of interaction are passing through the food chain and through the air, through dust and hence result in cancer, 

neurological problems and immune suppression. In agriculture, it becomes risky for the crops, and there is a great threat to food safety when 
the soil is contaminated (Ghosh et al., 2022).  

 

4.1 Key Sources of Soil Contamination 

 Pesticides: Used in agriculture, these chemicals get accumulated in the soil and are toxic to most other forms of life (Singh, 2024).  

 Heavy Metals: The metals of interest are lead, cadmium, and arsenic, which are found in soils primarily due to mining and poor waste 
management in industrial activities, where they harm plants and characterize a supply chain for human consumption (Angon et al., 2023).  

 Waste Dumping, Garbage disposal sites, and industrial waste release diverse sorts of pollution in the soil (Lat et al., 2023).  
 

4.2 Human Exposure Pathways 

 Food Chain: Toxins from contaminated crops bioaccumulate in humans, posing health risks (Singh, 2024; Perkovic et al., 2022). 

 Dust Inhalation: Inhalation of polluted soil particles can cause respiratory and systemic health problems (Perkovic et al., 2022). 
 

4.3 Health Impacts 

 Cancer: Linked to prolonged exposure to heavy metals (Alengebawy et al., 2021). 

 Neurological Effects: Heavy metals impair cognitive and neurological development (Angon et al., 2023). 

 Immune System Impairment: Soil pollutants weaken immune function, heightening disease susceptibility (Lat et al., 2023). 
 

4.4 Agricultural Impact 

 Unsafe Crops: Soil contaminants lower crop quality and food safety (Singh, 2024; Angon et al., 2023). 

 Food Security Threats: Soil contamination reduces agricultural productivity, posing global food supply risks (Bini et al., 2013). 
Mitigating soil contamination requires sustainable agricultural practices, prudent pesticide use, and soil monitoring to restore soil health 

and safeguard food safety. 
 

5. Noise Pollution and Public Health 

One of the biggest issues in cities all around the world is noise pollution. Unwanted sound is referred to as noise. The scope, frequency, 

and intensity of noise pollution are all increasing due to urbanization, population increase, and technological advancements. People are 
experiencing a variety of illnesses as a result of noise exposure, including cardiovascular problems, sleep disorders, hearing impairment, 

annoyance and disruption with spoken communication (Basner et al., 2014). 
 

5.1 Sources and Causes of Noise Pollution (Urbanization, Industrial Activities, and Transport Vehicles) 
 Urbanization  

One of the main causes of noise pollution in the modern world is the unrelenting march of urbanization. Noise pollution is a problem that 

affects not just metropolitan areas but also neighboring suburban and rural areas. It is caused by the development of new transportation routes 

as well as the upkeep and operation of existing ones (Gupta et al., 2018). Increased indoor noise levels can result from noises produced inside 
such facilities, such as ventilation, plumbing, and neighbor-related sounds seeping into residential areas. Fundamentally, the growth of 

infrastructure, urbanization, and noise pollution are all closely related (Bruntlett & Bruntlett, 2021).  

 Industrial Activities 

One major cause of noise pollution is industrial activity, which produces significant sound emissions that can have an impact on both 
urban and rural areas. There are many different industries, and each one has its unique equipment and processes that generate noise. Heavy 

machinery and equipment are frequently used in manufacturing industries like metallurgy, textiles, and chemicals. The constant noise produced 

by this machinery includes the hammering of metal, the humming of motors, and the clattering of conveyor belts (Tolley & Turton, 2014).  
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 Transport vehicles 

One of the main causes of noise pollution in metropolitan areas has been identified as the car revolution. Traffic jams have resulted from 

the rise in traffic in crowded locations where frustrated drivers' repetitive horns blare into everyone's ears (Sahu, 2023). The list of vehicles 
that contribute to noise pollution is vast and includes heavy trucks, buses, trains, jet planes, motorbikes, scooters, mopeds and jeeps.  

 

6. Health Effects: Hearing Loss, Cardiovascular Issues, and Mental Health 

6.1 Health Effects  
Sleep deprivation and the health issues that accompany it can result from noise pollution's disruption of sleep cycles. Continuous nighttime 

exposure to loud noises, including traffic or industrial activity, can lead to fragmented sleep and lower-quality sleep. Long-term interaction 

with noise pollution has been associated with a higher risk of heart attacks, strokes, cardiovascular disorders, including hypertension and 

hearing loss.   
 Hearing Loss 

Safety and well-being depend on hearing. A rise in the threshold of hearing, as determined clinically by audiometry, is commonly referred 

to as hearing impairment. Work, community, and some other factors (such as trauma, ototoxic drugs, infections, and heredity) can all 

contribute to hearing loss (Hsu et al., 2012). Occupational exposure is the primary cause of hearing loss, but other noise sources, especially 
recreational noise, can also result in serious impairments (Vermeer-Passchier & Passchier, 2000) 

 Cardiovascular Issues 
An increasing amount of research demonstrates that noise pollution affects humans (and other species) in both short-term and long-term 

ways through the autonomic and endocrine nervous systems (Singh & Davar, 2004). Noise may be a risk factor for cardiovascular disease 
because it can set off reactions in the autonomic nervous system and endocrine system that impact the circulatory system. Sleep disorders and 
cardiovascular disorders are not related; noise that does not interfere with a subject's sleep can nevertheless cause autonomous reactions and 
the release of cortisol and adrenaline. These responses imply that nocturnal noise is something that one can never fully adjust to (Passchier-
Vermeer & Passchier, 2000).  
 Mental Health  

Although it is believed to accelerate and intensify the emergence of latent mental diseases, noise pollution is not a known cause of mental 
illness. Anxiety, tension, nervousness, nausea, headaches, emotional instability, sexual aggression and impotence, which are mood changes, 
increased social friction, neurosis, hysteria and psychosis, are all negative impacts that noise pollution can cause or contribute to (Berglund & 
Lindval, 1996).  
 
7. Chemical Pollution: Exposure and Health Risks 
7.1 Industrial Chemicals and Pesticides  

The federal government may classify some substances as hazardous or nonhazardous in industrial waste. For instance, metal-plating 
industrial wastes are typically categorized as hazardous due to their high quantities of harmful metals like Cr, Ni and Cd. Although they are 
used in far smaller amounts than fertilizers, pesticides, which are primarily organic compounds, are frequently used in agricultural systems at 
least once a year. However, even at very low concentrations, synthetic pesticides that are intended to be extremely harmful to plants and pests 
may have negative effects World Health Organization, 2012). 

 

7.2 Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) 
As said, those who live distant from the locations where POPs were created or utilized, such as the indigenous people of the Arctic, have 

some of the greatest levels of these pollutants (Weber et al., 2015). 

 

7.3 Impact on Endocrine System, Human Health, and Carcinogenic Effects 
The complex structure of glands that release particular hormones into the bloodstream is known as the endocrine system. In addition to 

many other processes, it regulates growth, development, metabolism, circadian cycles, glucose levels, sex hormones, T-cell formation, calcium 

levels, and many more (Sever & Glass, 2013). The hormones and other chemicals released by the endocrine glands, which are found throughout 

the body, have an impact on particular cells, target cells, and receptors. This hormone's function can be disrupted by other substances. EDCs 
interact with hormone receptors to imitate or counteract natural hormones after they reach the body, which may cause disruptions to the 

body's regular processes. Almost 208 of the 287 compounds found in umbilical cord blood are known to cause birth abnormalities or aberrant 

development, 217 are hazardous to the brain and neurological system, and 180 have been linked to cancer in humans or animals (Wiles et al., 2005).  

 
8. The Pathways of Pollution to Human Exposure 

8.1 Airborne, Waterborne, and Soil-Borne Pathways 

 Airborne  

Inhalation is a critical route for exposure to airborne pollutants, including micro- and nanoparticles. Studies have shown that acute 
and chronic exposure to air pollution can lead to various diseases, including stroke, lung cancer , and cognitive impairments (Facciola 

et al., 2021). 

 Waterborne 

Contaminated drinking water is a primary pathway for many waterborne diseases. Inadequate sanitation and hygiene practices exacerbate 
this issue, particularly in rural areas of developing countries (Gerdes et al., 2023). Swimming or bathing in contaminated water bodies can lead 

to infections. Water used for irrigation or food preparation can introduce pathogens into the food supply, leading to outbreaks of gastrointestinal 

illnesses (Lee, 2018).  
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 Soil-Borne 
By cutaneous wound inoculation, contaminated food consumption, or direct soil ingestion (geophagy), harmful bacteria or fungi can enter 

humans directly. They can also enter through the respiratory system through aerosols like dust particles or windblown endospores. Pathogens 
residing in the soil can contaminate crops or water sources, leading to foodborne illnesses (Steffan et al., 2020). 
 
8.2 Occupational Exposure to Pollutants 

The higher prevalence of respiratory conditions such as asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), and lung cancer among 
workers exposed to pollutants like dust and fumes (Nishida & Yatera, 2022). The steel factory workers exhibited notable declines in lung 
function correlated with the duration of exposure to particulate matter (Mozaffari et al., 2023). Occupational exposure is linked to the increased 
risks of cardiovascular diseases, systemic inflammation, oxidative stress, reproductive system problems and hearing loss (Shetty et al., 2023).  
 
9. Public Health Solutions to Combat Pollution 

The Paris Agreement is still the main policy framework in the international climate arena. Goals are set to limit global temperature rise 
to below 2°C, preferably to 1.5°C, and nations' efforts to achieve those goals. For example, climate change foreign policy requires starting at 
home (Bodansky, 2021). Comprehensive guidelines that include WHO guidelines to increase global readiness for pandemics have been 
established by the World Health Organization (WHO). The thrust of these guidelines is improvements in surveillance systems, equitable access 
to vaccines and international cooperation on health responses. Worldwide, they are crucial for bolstering the ability of health systems to weather 
future health crises.  
 
9.1 National and Local Strategies for Pollution Control 

On October 22, 2024, in the Pakistan National Assembly, the Climate Refugees Rights and Protection Bill (2024) was tabled. The bill seeks 
to make climate refugees legally recognized and protected through framing a structure to manage climate-induced displacement within the 
country. This is a major legislative step as Pakistan attempts to tailor protections to those forced to move on account of climate change impacts, 
Climate Court (2024). In 2023, Pakistan approved the Clean Air Policy to tackle air pollutants heavily. Five major sources of PM2.5 emissions 
are identified, and 18 mitigation measures are proposed. These measures combined could lead to cuts in PM2.5 emissions of up to 80% by 
2050 if implemented fully. A priority measure to achieve a maximum of a 36.4% reduction from a no-action scenario is improving household 
access to clean cooking technologies and banning crop burning (Slater et al., 2024). 

Guidelines were drafted by the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA, 2024) to combat winter smog in urban areas of Pakistan. 
Among these, there are plugs for enforcing laws on emissions of vehicles, monitoring crop residue burning, and creating public awareness 
campaigns about air quality. November 12, 2024. The following guidelines focus on the growing difficulties in dealing with severe smog during 
the winter seasons, as well as in urban and industrial regions. The Punjab Smog Mitigation Plan was formulated in response to the acute air 
pollution problems during the wintery months, especially in the range of October to February. The plan includes measures to cut emissions 
from high pollution sectors such as industrial units and brick kilns, boosting public transport, and a push for tree planting Dawn, 2024).  
 
10. Future Directions in Pollution Control and Public Health 

As a strategy to fight pollution and climate change, advancing sustainable urbanization. Cities achieve high mitigation of their 
environmental impact without undermining their economic growth and the improvement of the quality of life of their residents through 
focusing on green policies, compact development, technological integration, and building resilience (Zhang et al., 2022). For example, the green 
urbanization policy in China has reduced carbon emissions tremendously, and compact urban development has the potential to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by as much as 25 percent less than sprawling layouts (Li & Gao, 2022).  
 
10.1 Pollution Control in Health Policy and Environmental Management 

An integrated climate action planning process that considers greenhouse gases (GHGs), as well as air pollution and health impacts, 
simultaneously. In six pilot cities, including Accra, Ghana, and Buenos Aires, Argentina, this framework was applied. Results suggest that 
delivering ambitious GHG reduction scenarios would substantially reduce fine particulate matter (PM2.5) concentrations sufficiently to prevent 
230 to 1040 premature deaths per city annually by 2050 (Kleiman et al., 2022). Artificial intelligence can help to manage environmental and 
human health. An integrated model of modern technologies with health management strategies is proposed, which enhances both 
environmental quality and public health outcomes (Volf et al., 2024). Various environmental policies from 2018 to 2024 of environmental 
regulations that help mitigate health risk by pollution and enhance overall community health outcomes (Adanma et al., 2024). The long-term 
impact of air pollution controls is positive on health and health equity, 20% health improvement, and substantial health equity among the 
poorest population (Zhao et al., 2024). 
 
Conclusion 

Pollution continues to be a great global health threat and adversely affects socioeconomic systems and human well-being. In this chapter, 
we looked at the many ways pollutants can affect human health, including threatening the air, water, and soil, and we focused specifically on 
the disproportionately high risks faced by vulnerable groups. It is known that long-term exposure to pollutants can lead to illnesses like 
neurological impairments, cardiovascular conditions, and respiratory disorders that research. Effective solutions require a complex strategy 
along with strict regulatory regulations, technological advancement, and public awareness campaigns. These effects can’t be reduced by 
governments, businesses, and communities alone; sustainable practices have to be a priority. The number of practical strategies to reduce 
pollution and achieve improved global health outcomes through the adoption of renewable energy sources, garbage disposal, and sustainable 
infrastructure is quite a lot. 
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